Reduced forms are thought to have a significant influence on understanding spoken language. They are important aspects of spoken language which have sometimes been undervalued in material development, teaching, and testing. This problem is further aggravated in an Iranian EFL setting. In an attempt to address this issue, this study set out to examine the familiarity of Iranian EFL learners with reduced forms as well as the relationship between the proficiency level of language learners and their familiarity with reduced forms. To this end, a test of RFs on listening comprehension was developed based on the literature and findings of a pilot study. Afterward, 306 English language learners were selected from two Iranian cities of Shiraz and Ahwaz based on multi-stage cluster sampling to participate in the study. The results of this study indicate that Iranian EFL learners are not familiar with RFs in spoken language. However, in contrast to earlier findings, there was a significant difference between the performance of advanced and intermediate learners based on their familiarity with reduced forms.
The instructions of the test were said by him in a sound-insulated room in a recording studio under supervision of the present researcher. The length of pauses between items is of crucial importance in processing spoken language. In testing listening comprehension, it is important to make a choice on the whole time of the test and time intervals between items. Several studies have emphasized that it would be helpful for examinees to give time to preview the stems of the question, for it helps examinees exploit metacognitive strategies through planning as well as turning their attention to the related parts of the text (Buck, 1995; Littlewood, 1981; Mendelsohn, 1995; Thompson, 1995; Ur, 1984; Vandergift, 1999) . Previewing test items improves the performance of examinees in tests of listening comprehension (Yanagawa & Green, 2008) . On the other hand, the time intervals between items must be appropriate, neither too short nor too long. If the time interval between items is too long, it will bring about communication breakdown (Phillips, 1985) . On the contrary, if the time interval is short, it will be difficult for the listener to retain the information in their mind. The listening test on reduced forms contained four parts. Prior to answering items in each part, examinees were given 10-second pause to have a look at all the items. In part A of the listening test on reduced forms, 8-second pause was inserted between each item. The time interval in this part of the test was determined based on the results obtained from the pilot study. In part C, since the passages were long and they were in the form of recognition items, the time interval was determined on the basis of the results of pilot study. Therefore, 20 second pauses inserted after Talk One and Two, but 30-second pause were embedded after Talk Three. On the other hand, in Part D, the "second-per-letter" method was adopted for each blank in items 34 to 53 in which the length of pauses between items containing blanks was determined based on the deleted letters in each blank. For example, a 16-second pause was allotted for an item in which 16 letters were deleted (Zahedi, 1997, p. 34) . Since in this part the examinees were required to write full forms in the blanks, the letters of the words in their full forms were considered in this method. This method is more effective than "spell out letters" proposed by Oller (1979) in which the length of a passage is as much as the deleted portion when it is spelled out twice. Oller (1979) 's "spell out the letters" method was too subjective to apply because the length of each pause would be considerably influenced by the speakers' speed of speech. Table 1 demonstrates the length of time allocated to each blank. In addition, in Part E, the "second-per-letter" method was adopted for each blank in items 39 to 45. Contrary to Part D, Part E consisted of three separate talks, but the length of pauses was determined on the basis of the letters of the whole blanks in each talk. Table 2 illustrates the length of time assigned to each blank. Items 1 to 33 were recognition items, hence the scoring procedures of these items were binary, i.e., either correct or incorrect. The scoring procedures of the items 34 to 53 are also binary as well. Consequently, the examinee gets no credit for one word as such because it would not satisfy the blank. In addition, examinees were not penalized for incorrect responses. As a consequence, one score was assigned for the correct answer to each item.
Initial Piloting
In order to develop the test, the present researcher drew on extant literature on teaching reduced forms (e.g., Brown & Hilferty, 1986; Bowen, 1976; Norris, 1993 Norris, & 1995 Weinstein, 1982) , assessing connected speech (Brown & KondoBrown, 2006; Celce-Murcia et al., 1996) , etc.
The designing of the test of reduced forms was conducted from November 18, 2012 to May 21, 2013. The test was presented to a panel of experts, and they were asked to give their feedback and suggestions on the test of reduced forms in general and its constituent items in particular. The panel composed of 3 university professors of English teaching and testing, 2 male and 1 female. The test was scrutinized by expert panelists for its face and content validity. They commented on the general appearance of the items, the clarity of instruction as well as the suitability of the test items.
As a consequence, some items were modified or discarded from the test. For example, according to expert panelists a part was added at the beginning of each talk in Part E of the test which served as a foundation for examinees to better understand the texts. Moreover, some items were deleted on the basis of experts' opinions, for they measure more than one aspect of reduced forms in one item simultaneously. Therefore, the present researcher eliminated those items from the test since they would act as a threat to validity of the test. In this stage, the rational for retaining or eliminating an item is conceptual rather than statistical.
Then final piloting was undertaken to delineate the procedures adopted for conducting the study, and to examine the psychometric characteristics of the measure including validity and reliability. In this stage, the present researcher also investigated the clarity of instructions, scrutinized whether the time allocated to each part is sufficient for the examinees to answer each item, and examined other administration procedures. Furthermore, language learners were asked to express their opinion about any item not interesting to them.
Ninety seven language learners having the same representativeness with the target participants were recruited based on convenient sampling to participate in the pilot study from two cities under study, 45 of whom were advanced language learners and 52 of whom were intermediate language learners from Shiraz and Ahwaz language institutes.
Contrary to the initial piloting, the reason for including or excluding items was statistical with the aim of boosting the reliability and validity of the test. Before the test administration, the participants were provided with a brief explanation about the purpose of the test along with the way participants were required to answer questions in each part. Pilot study was also undertaken to determine the time allotment to each item or each part as well. The whole time for completing the test was 14 minutes and 13 seconds. The result of the pilot study demonstrated that 96% of participants finished the test during the allotted time to each item.
On the other hand, the decision to either discard or retain items rested on their IF. In other words, items with IF ranged from 0.3 to 0.8 were kept, for they were perceived as appropriate items of the test utilizing the whole construct (Brown, 1989; Fulcher, 1997) . IF of the test items is demonstrated in Table 3 . As a result of item analysis 8 items were discarded from the test including items 4, 5, 9, 13, 20, 29, 30 , and 33. The discarded item, i.e. 4, 30, and 33, were related to the schwa section, and items 5, 9, 13, and 20 to contraction, elision, linking, and assimilation sections respectively. On the other hand, item 29 was a production item measuring contraction and assimilation simultaneously. It seemed that they were too difficult for language learners to answer. Although item analysis statistics such as IF is basically applied in norm-referenced tests, they can also be exploited in low-and medium-stake criterion-referenced tests with a fair degree of confidence (Shrock & Coscarelli, 2007, p. 256) .
Therefore, the final test contained 29 items of which 17 were recognition and 12 were production items. Table 4 illustrates the sections included in the test and items allotted to each section (see Appendix). 4, 5, 6, 16, 17, 19, 29 Elision 7, 8, 9, 20, 23, 27 Linking 10, 11, 12, 21, 24 Assimilation 13, 14, 15, 22, 26, 28 Part A composed 15 recognition items, and the examinees were required to underline the word or phrase they had heard. The recognition items were bolded so the examinees' attention would not be distracted, or they mistakenly underline other parts of sentence. Part B was made up of 2 recognition items. These items were different from items in Part A in a way that they were contextualized. Accordingly, 5 production items in the form of fill in the blank were incorporated in Part C; on the other hand, two talks were included in Part D with blanks which were required to be filled by examinees.
To examine the validity of the test of reduced forms, PBT TOEFL test of listening comprehension was administered. Consequently, counter balanced test design was adopted to minimize ordering effect on performance of examinees on the test. The participants were divided into two halves. The first half took test of reduced forms; then, they took the PBT TOEFL listening test. At the same time the administration procedure of the test for the second half of examinees was permuted; in other words, they took the PBT TOEFL listening test first; afterward, they took the test of reduced forms. Then correlation was calculated between the two tests (0.809). Since the PBT TOEFL listening test composed of only recognition items, the same process was undertaken with IELTS listening comprehension which consisted of both production and recognition items.
The correlation between these two tests was calculated. There was a significant positive correlation between these two tests (0.798). On the other hand, the reliability of the test was calculated through Squared-error loss agreement index (Bachman, 1990) as it was a criterion-referenced test, and the reliability of 0.9799 was accrued. In conclusion, the result of the pilot study indicated that the test had appropriate validity and reliability to be exploited in the main phase of the study. Furthermore, Angoff method was adopted to determine the cut-off score for the purpose of identifying if Iranian EFL learners were generally familiar with reduced forms in spoken language.
To achieve consistent ratings based on Angoff method, 5 to 10 judges are needed to set the cut-off score (Sanju, Haque, & Oyebode, 2006) . As a result, a panel of 5 TEFL experts was recruited based on purposive sampling to serve as judges and set cut-off score for the test of reduced forms in spoken language. The rationale for adopting purposive sampling procedure was that they must have a set of predefined features (Ary, Jacobs, & Razavieh, 1990) , i.e. the university teachers should have knowledge of language testing, and they must also be TEFL experts. Afterward, the nature of the study was expounded to these expert judges. They were ensured that their answers would remain confidential and anonymous. In addition, their participation in the study was voluntary. The demographic information of the judges is illustrated in Table 5 . Their age ranged from 25 to 54, and the majority of the judges were male (60%). Their teaching experiences ranged from 6 to more than 10 years; moreover, all of them had expertise in testing.
The panel of judges was completely briefed about the objective of the test of reduced forms, conceptualizing the definition of minimally qualified students, and procedures for rating test items based on Angoff method. All the judges were required to have the content knowledge of the test they were going to make decision about.
It is worth mentioning that, expert judges were given the test items along with a Test Item Rating adopted from Wheaton and Parry (2012) . They were required to rate each item individually and independently and to give their ratings as percentages utilizing increments of five, such as 60, 90, 75. Their ratings must not exceed 95% or be less than 25%. Prior to rating, the definition of "minimally qualified performer, i.e. one who has least amount of education and experience to perform the task" was clarified for the panel of the expert judges (Wheaton & Parry, 2012, p. 5) . Accordingly, they must rate each item by predicting how a minimally competent performer would answer each item. Then the Average Percentage Correct was computed, and the average score of 67 were obtained.
Main study
Once the test of reduced forms in listening comprehension was validated, it was employed in examining the familiarity of Iranian EFL learners with reduced forms. Moreover, it was exploited to investigate the effect of Iranian EFL learners' proficiency level on their familiarity with reduced forms in listening comprehension.
The participants were recruited from language institutes across Shiraz and Ahwaz. The initial sample consisted of 306 participants based on Cochrane formula, 178 female and 128 male, with a mean age of 26 years at the intermediate and advanced levels who were categorized on the basis of those institutes placement tests. The number of participants in each proficiency group and the number of tests they took are illustrated in Table 6 . In this study, cluster sampling was utilized in which the selected unit instead of an individual is a group of individuals who are naturally occurring together (Ary, et al., 2010, p. 154) . Therefore, levels 5, 6, 7, and 8 were determined as the intermediate proficiency level and levels 9, 10, 11, and 12 as the advanced proficiency levels. The sample size in this study was based on statistical population (about 1500 people). According to the Cochrane's formula, given the number of language learners in each city, the calculation is equal to 306. Two hundred and six respondents from Shiraz and 100 respondents from Ahwaz are selected. The multi-stage cluster sampling was used for sampling. Hence all language institutes in cities of Shiraz and Ahwaz were identified in different areas, and the clusters of institutes in different areas of both cities were selected. Then individuals were randomly selected from these institutes.
Results and Discussion
In this phase of the study, Angoff method was adopted to set the cut-off score for the purpose of identifying if Iranian EFL learners were generally familiar with reduced forms in spoken language. As was mentioned earlier, the expert judges were required to rate each item individually and independently and to give their ratings as percentages utilizing increments of five, such as 60, 90, 75. Their ratings must not exceed 95% or be less than 25%. Prior to rating, the definition of "minimally qualified performer, i.e. one who has least amount of education and experience to perform the task" was clarified for the panel of the expert judges (Wheaton & Parry, 2012, p. 5) . Accordingly, they must rate each item by predicting how a minimally competent performer would answer each item.
Afterward, the standard deviation for each item was computed, and items having a standard deviation above 10 must be revised. Since the piloting had been undertaken previously, it can be observed that the standard deviation of all the items were lower than 10. Then the Average Percentage Correct was calculated, and the average score of 67.27273 was obtained. This figure, then, rounded to specify the cut-off score of 67. Three hundred and six students took the test; afterward, the cut-off score was determined. The reliability of the test items, at first, was assessed using Cronbach's alpha which was 0.726 which is rounded and the reliability of 0.73 was accrued. However, the test was criterionreferenced in nature, Squared-error loss agreement index should be computed, and the reliability of 0.9799 was obtained which was rounded and the figure 0.98 was accrued. Since the Squared-error loss agreement index for computing reliability of the test items was 0.98, the test had a high reliability. Furthermore, Pearson product moment correlation coefficient was exploited to measure the reliability of the judges' ratings, as shown in Table 8 . Therefore, reliability among judges' ratings was 0.939 (p=0.000), indicating a significant, positive relationship among judges' ratings. This figure was rounded and the inter-rater reliability of 0.94 (Table 9 ) was obtained to demonstrate agreement among judges. The results, as shown in Table 11 , indicates whether Iranian EFL learners are familiar with reduced forms applying onesample t-test. The mean of the judges' ratings to each question for setting cut-off score was considered 30, and it was compared with the mean of examinees' scores to show whether they are familiar with reduced forms in spoken language. The mean obtained from examinees' scores was 18.76 which is less than the supposed measure of 30. The magnitude of differences demonstrated that there was a significant difference (t=-27.42, p=0.000) between the mean of the judges' ratings and the mean of the examinees' scores. Therefore, Iranian EFL learners are not generally familiar with reduced forms in spoken language.
This study set out with the aim of determining the familiarity of Iranian EFL learners with reduced forms in spoken language. A strong relationship between reduced forms and listening comprehension has been reported in the literature (e.g., Brown & Hilferty, 1986; Ernestus, et al., 2002; Ito, 2001; Rosa, 2002; Weinstein, 2001) . It is worth mentioning that this finding corroborates previous research into reduced forms in spoken language which found that Iranian EFL learners have little familiarity with reduced forms. On the other hand, the familiarity of advanced EFL learners with reduced forms was computed through one-sample ttest illustrated in Table 11 . As mentioned earlier, the mean of the judges' ratings was 30; then, this mean was compared with the mean of the advanced level examinees' scores. The mean of the advanced EFL learners was 20.45 which was significantly different from the judges' average rating (p=0.000; t=-17.71). The following table (Table 12) 17.14) indicates that it is less than the given measure (30). With respect to the amount of t=-22.43; p=0.000, this difference was significant. Hence Iranian intermediate learners were not familiar with reduced forms in spoken language. An examination of the results of the test on reduced forms indicated two outliers. In comparison to other participants, two participants got unexpected scores of 3 and 28, respectively. Consequently, these participants were excluded from the study. Therefore, the final sample of the study includes 306 participants. Table 13 reports the descriptive statistics of the listening test on reduced forms. No. of cases=306
Results of the test of reduced forms demonstrate maximum variation among the participants. Since this aspect of listening has been neglected in English classrooms, participants were not familiar with reduced forms completely; therefore, in spite of all modifications made in the test content, it was still too difficult for the participants to answer. The results, as shown in Table 15 , indicated that Iranian EFL learners were not familiar with reduced forms in spoken language. However, the findings of this part of the study do not support the previous research. This result differs from
Henichsen's 1984 study in which the intelligibility of input was examined in the presence of connected speech by applying the Sandhi-Variation Exercise demonstrating that there was no significant difference between the performance of low and high ESL learners. In contrast to earlier findings, the result of the study indicated that there is a significant difference between the performance of advanced and intermediate learners concerning reduced forms. However, both of these groups have little familiarity with reduced forms in spoken language.
Conclusion
The results indicated that Iranian EFL Intermediate and advanced learners are not familiar with reduced forms in spoken language in general. These forms were generally undervalued in language classes; correspondingly, they are not covered in the listening sections of textbooks appropriately. They are not incorporated in teacher training courses too, for it is expected that they can be learned by osmosis. Therefore, unlike their significant influence on understanding listening comprehension as well as natural spoken language, they have not received the attention they deserve.
Although it is claimed that listening comprehension is not considered a passive skill any more, the current situation in language classes shows that all the evidence is to the contrary. Further, listening is taught through repetition with the emphasis mostly on top-down processing which requires listeners infer or guess the meaning, and the most of class time devoted to teaching grammar and vocabulary. Therefore, it can be inferred that in Iranian EFL context reduced forms can be viewed as the Cinderella aspect of a Cinderella skill.
Designing audio materials containing reduced forms can contribute language learners to develop their listening comprehension. On the other hand, due to the importance attached to assessing listening comprehension, the findings of the study would lend support to designing listening test, especially on reduced forms.
One of the issues that emerges from these findings is instructions language learners receive concerning reduced forms which are limited to what is presented to them in the grammar sections of the language books, for example in the form of contracted forms, or in pronunciation parts which are addressed only briefly and superficially.
Although importance has been attached to integrate both bottom-up and top-down processing in comprehending spoken language, the emphasis of books is mostly on top-down processing, e.g. listeners are asked to get the main idea of what they heard. On the other hand, all skills are not given equal attention while teaching should be designed such that all skills grow equally. A reasonable approach to tackle this issue could be to incorporate teaching of reduced forms in listening sections of the books and their workbooks.
Since this study, to the best of the researcher's knowledge, is the first attempt on administering a test of reduced forms on spoken language in an Iranian EFL context, the results will set the scene for more extensive research in this area.
Hence the results of this study will be of benefit for test developers, since it offers useful tips in designing a test in the area of listening comprehension in general and reduced forms in particular.
An important question arising from this study might that with which aspects of reduced forms make listening comprehension more difficult for language learners to understand. Although there is a growing body of research in the area of teaching reduced forms, little attempt has been exerted to design materials by materials developers to act as a guidance in developing tests of reduced forms in spoken language.
Limitation of the study
The main limitation of the study may be related to administration problem. It was not possible for the present researcher to administer a placement test because the language institutes were under time limitation. Therefore, the present researcher had to content herself to the placement test conducted by those language institutes and the consultant with those institute managers and language teachers. For example, students at levels 5,6,7,8 were as intermediate and students at levels 9, 10, 11, 12 were as advanced level students.
Greg: Actually, yes. Well, when we travel in Japan, he travels with us almost everywhere we go. He sits in the car and sometimes we camp and sleep in the car with him or we stay in tents and he travels with us ... but (17) we don't want to travel/we've also traveled (contraction) overseas with him.
Part C
Directions: Listen and fill in the gaps with the word/words you hear. WRITE NO MORE THAN THREE WORDS for each answer and use full forms not contracted forms e.g. "I have" not "I've".
18. I always figure, she can make it better than me.
19. The hospital won ̓ t give out any information.
20. He sat next to me on the New York City subway.
21. I have been studying your equilibrium. The one you wrote here, at Princeton.
22. The couple is going like this you know, shrinking.
Part D

Directions:
In this part of the test you will hear two separate talks. Fill in the blanks with the word, phrase, or sentence you hear. The talks will not be repeated. Use full forms not contracted forms of the word, phrase, and sentences e.g. "They are" not" They're".
Talk One
I started Improv Everywhere about 10 years ago when I moved to New York City with an (23)………………………………. acting and comedy. Because I was new to the city, I didn't have access to a stage, so I decided to create my own in public places. So the first project we are going to take a look at is the very first No Pants Subway Ride. Now this took place in January of 2002.
Talk Two
What I posit and what positive psychology posits is that if we study what is merely average, we will remain merely average. Then those positive outliers, what (24)…………….….… is come into a population like this one and say, why? Why is it that (25)…………………………you are so high above the curve in terms of your intellectual ability, athletic ability, musical ability, creativity, energy levels, your resiliency in the face of challenge, your sense of humor? Whatever it is, instead of deleting you, what I (26)……… ……………….. is study you. Because maybe we can glean information (27)……………….. to move people up to the average, but how we can (28)………………………. average up in our companies and schools worldwide. The reason this graph is important to me is, when I turn on the news, it seems like the majority of the information is not positive, in fact (29)…………………………. Most of it is about murder, corruption, diseases, and natural disasters.
